Spinal cord lesions at different levels affect either the adrenergic or vasoactive intestinal polypeptide-immunoreactive nerves in the human urethra.
The urethras from 1 patient with cervical (C1-2) and 2 patients with thoracic (T10) spinal cord lesions were studied histochemically and immunohistochemically for adrenergic and vasoactive intestinal polypeptide-immunoreactive nerves. Dense vasoactive intestinal polypeptide-immunoreactive but not adrenergic nerves were found in the urethral smooth muscle, around the blood vessels and at the base of the mucosa in the patients with thoracic lesions. In contrast, adrenergic but not vasoactive intestinal polypeptide-immunoreactive nerves were found associated with the smooth muscle of the urethra and around the blood vessels in the patient with a cervical lesion. In patients with cervical or thoracic lesions neither adrenergic nor vasoactive intestinal polypeptide-immunoreactive nerves were found around striated muscle fibers of the intrinsic external urethral sphincter. The results are discussed in relation to the possible function of these nerves in the urethra of patients with autonomic dysreflexia and detrusor-sphincter dyssynergia.